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SQ3R Revisited:
A Strategic
Approach to
Expository Text

by Sheila Potter
"Be a SQ3R SUPERSTAR!!!"

knowledge and control of one's own thinking
process (Brown and Baker, 1980).

This decree encased in a large yellow star
adorned the front wall of my junior high
remedial reading classroom in the early
l 970's. I informed students about this
comprehensive five-step study method (Survey,
Question, Read, Recite, Review) and
encouraged them to practice it in their
content area classes. Frustrated by their
complaints about the amount of work
involved in the procedure, and disappointed
that they were not using it outside of reading
class, I retired the star until recently when I
discovered for myself that this forty-year-old
technique is entirely consistent with current
research in learning theory.

3. In the interactive, constructive model
of reading the role of the teacher is changing.
While it was once enough to be efficient
managers of classroom learning, materials,
and the environment, teachers are now
regarded as models, mentors, and mediators
of the learning process, as well as "sharers of
secrets, co-conspirators, coaches, and
cheerleaders" (Pearson, 1985).
The traditional teacher-directed learning
from the "outside in" is being replaced by
self-directed learning from the "inside out."
Through modeling and guided practice on
learning/reading strategies applied to content
area text, teachers foster reading independence as students become aware of the
metacognitive tactics they are using, as they
are using them.

Awareness of three major trends in
education led me to resurrect and re-examine
SQ3R as a viable instructional practice:
1. Workplace literacy demands are
increasing dramatically. The creative and
critical thinking skills once reserved for our
gifted/talented population are simply basic
skills essential for our general population to
become successful, literate members of
society.

Years ago, when I presented SQ3R to my
students, I did not understand the processes of
reading comprehension and learning from
text, nor the concepts of teacher modeling
and guided practice, so I could not convince
students of the method's value or modify it to
fit their learning needs.

2. Cognitive psychologists and reading
theorists have proven to us that we can teach
young people how to think, how to learn, and
how to comprehend. They can learn to
strategically regulate their thinking and their
comprehension during the act of reading. The
term for this is "metacognition," the

SQ3R Revisited is my adaptation of this
"old friend." Designed to increase comprehension of expository text, content most
frequently taught in science, social studies,
and math classes, this model teaches several
metacognitive strategies, including ques-
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-- asking questions, making predictions
and setting purposes. Requiring students to

tioning, predicting, purpose setting, vocabulary self-collecting, notetaking, self-monitoring, mapping, and summarizing .

compose their own questions about !he
reading selections helps them focus attention
on text. They are also able to monitor their
comprehension and determine if what the~
are reading makes sense to them. Readers
questions must be those for which they
actively seek answers as they read. They must
genuinely care about their questions.

Through modeling, the teacher directs
students in activating prior knowledge,
formulating questions, making predictions,
and reading to validate predictions. The
instructor gradually withdraws guidance
until students are able to apply this study
technique independently.

Self-questioning is a difficult concept for
many students. When teachers model good
questioning techniques, differentiate between
factual and inferential questions, and
encourage whole-class brainstorming of
possible questions, students will begin to
develop schemata for different types of
questions.

Introducing SQ3R Revisited
to Students
At the beginning of the semester, a survey
of study/reading habits is distributed, and
students are asked to respond to questions
such as the following:
How effective are your study habits?
When you read your textbook, do
you have trouble concentrating?
Do you sometimes receive low
grades on tests, even though you
studied for a long time?
Are you able to recall the main ideas
and important details from a text
chapter the day after you 've read
it? How about a week later?

Secondly, students learn that the more
they predict as they read, t~e m~re
confidence they will gain about their reading
ability. When they make predictions as they
read, they make connections. They relate
what they already know (prior knowled~e)
what they don 't know. This is what learning 1s
-- connecting the known with the unknown.
The predictions come from their questions.
Before reading, they guess at answers and
then read to validate those surmises.

t?
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In order for students to own this strategy
and to make decisions about how they read,
they must understand the theory behind SQ3R
-- how it works, why it works, and when it
works or it will be abandoned as a practical
study method, as it was in the case of my
students. Results of the survey are disseminated
and discussed; and the teacher begins to
explain how to think while reading. Researcher
Scott Paris calls this "making thinking public"
(Paris, 1987).

Finally, the instructor emphasizes that
students must read with a purpose in mind. By
accomplishing the first two steps, they h~ve
established purposes for reading -.- to fin?
answers to their questions and to discover 1f
their predictions are accurate. They are
informed that the teacher might provide them
with an overall purpose for reading a
selection, or they might be expected to devise
their own by turning a chapter or passage
topic or title into a major question.

1

Students learn that effective readers are

active readers -- before, during, and after
reading. They ask questions, make predictions,
set purposes, and they monitor and evaluate
their comprehension. They read strategically.
Ineffective readers, on the other hand, are
passive readers. They read with no purpose
in mind, other than to complete 9.n assignment,
or to satisfy a teacher or a course
requirement. Furthermore, poor readers do
not know when they do not know .

With a theoretical foundation firmly
established, students are now prepared to be
introduced to the SQ3R Revisited Method
of Study. It is described as a study ~ethod of
reading, note-taking, and remembering sc~ool
assignments, a technique whi~h combines
self-questioning, predicting, ?nd p_urpo~e
setting, as well as other strategies, which will
help them become effective readers. They are
reminded that this procedure demands
patience and hard work, but that their efforts

The instructor then discusses three
guidelines for becoming an effective reader
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2. Jot down any questions that occurred
to you while you were previewing the
passage, and leave space for your answers.
Compare your questions with those at the end
of the chapter.

will be rewarded by noticeable improvments
in test scores and grades.

SQ3R REVISITED
{The following is the text in its entirety as I
present it to my students. I "think aloud"
through each step and model the entire
process many times before I expect students
to apply it independently.)

3. Begin with the first section of the
passage. Turn the first heading into a
thoughtful question, preferably beginning
with How, What, or Why. Write it down. For
example, in an American history chapter on
"The Rise of Industrial America, " the first
heading is "Changing Iron Into Steel. " The
reader can turn this heading into the
question, "How was iron changed into steel?"

SQ3R (Revisited) is a study method that
works! The title has been abbreviated to
make this technique easier to remember.
Each of the symbols in the abbreviation
stands for a step which you will follow in using
this method: SURVEY, QUESTION, READ
ACTIVELY (RESPOND AND REACT), RECITE
AND REVIEW.

4. Turn any subheadings in the first
section into questions, and formulate questions
about illustrations and graphic aids. Write
them down.

SURVEY
1. Think about the title of the chapter or
reading selection. Ask yourself: What do I
already know about this topic? What do I
want to learn from reading about this topic?
How will knowledge about this topic affect
me?

5. Ask yourself: "Are there vocabulary
words in this section that I don't know or of
which I am not sure?" Write down unfamiliar
terms, and from the context try to guess at
their meanings.

2. Glance over the headings and
subheadings in the passage to see the few big
points which will be developed. If there are
no headings, skim the first sentence of every
paragraph.

READ ACTIVELY
1. Read to the end of the first section,
and actively search for answers to your
questions. Examine graphic aids. This is not a
passive plowing along each line of print.

3. Look at the illustrations, charts,
boldface print, italicized terms, and any
other graphic aids, which may help you get
the "big picture." Make some predictions
about what will be covered.

2. Respond in writing to your questions
as you read, and, based on context clues,
write possible meanings for unfamiliar words.
(You can check your definitions in the glossary
or dictionary later.)

4. Read the first (introductory) paragraph.
This may give you clues to the author's
purpose and organization of ideas. Predict
what this passage will be about.

3. React to unclear passages, confusing
terms, and disturbing or questionable
statements made by the author. Jot down
your reactions as questions. Ask yourself
periodically what you have learned, and
STOP IMMEDIATELY if you begin to lose
concentration. Ask yourself "Why?"

5. Read the last paragraph or the
summary. This will review the major concepts
of the chapter. What can you predict?

RECITE
1. Having completed the first section,
you can now look away from your book and
notes and think about what you have just
learned.

Note: If this is a textbook that is new to you,
be sure to survey the entire book, before
applying this strategy to one chapter.
QUESTION
1. Now, turn the title into a question, and
write it down where you can always see it.
This is your maior purpose-setting question,
which will give focus to all of your reading.

2. In your own words, try to recite the
answers to your questions. Don't hesitate to
recite out loud. Hearing yourself paraphrase
ideas will help put the information into
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longterm memory. Check your recall against
your notes.

for their own learning. Yet few students have
developed an efficient method of studying
textbook material, the most common form of
learning in the secondary classroom.Teaching
SQ3R Revisited fosters self-directed learning
of informational text. Our hope is that, as
students begin to internalize and personalize
this comprehension strategy, they will mentally
perform the five steps and utilize the
notetaking component only for the most
complex material.

3. If you cannot answer your questions,
then reread the text.

4. Ask yourself if there are still points you
don 't understand. Write questions.
·
NOW REPEAT THE QUESTION, READ,
AND RECITE STEPS ON EACH SUCCEEDING
HEADED SECTION. ·READ IN THIS WAY
UNTIL THE ENTIRE PASSAGE IS COMPLETED.

Workers of the 1990's, more than ever
before, will rely on their abilities to
strategically regulate their learning processes.
On the job, they will have to manage,
manipulate, and evaluate information .
Teachers, by going " back to the future" with
this adaptation of the SQ3R Method of
Study, are preparing students for success in
higher education and the workplace.

REVIEW
1. After you've read the material, section
by section - questioning, reading, reciting - try
to answer the maior purpose question,
which you wrote down first.
2. Review what you have learned by
looking over your notes. In this way, you can
see all the parts of the passage in relationship
to each other. This total review will help you
to organize the information in order for you
to understand and remember it.
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3. Now you are ready to use your notes in
the following ways:
-- Draw a flow chart or map showing
the relationship of the ideas in the
chapter. This one-page visual
record will help in future review.
-- Write a summary of the chapter.
-- Participate in a teacher-led
discussion of the material. At this
point you can ask about your
reactions, unanswered questions
and vocabulary.

Sheila Potter is a Consultant for the Lansing

-- Study for a test. Test questions
should seem happily familiar
because the headings-turned-intoquestions are usually the points
emphasized on tests. In predicting
actual exam questions and looking
up the answers before hand, you
are studying what is considered
important in the class, and ... YOU
ARE BECOMING A STRATEGIC
READER!!

Public Schools, Lansing, Michigan.

"Back to the Future"
As secondary teachers, we agree that
students need to accept more responsibility
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